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Over the past several years, practitioners and academics have expressed concern about the 
deteriorating morale and effectiveness of the federal civil service, given its aging workforce and 
the competition with the private sector for human capital.  Recruiting qualified public servants is 
complicated by the negative perception of government. Attacks by politicians of all sides have 
contributed to a negative stereotype of the American civil service. Therefore, finding new ways 
to recruit and retain the best-qualified young graduates has become critical. This paper reports on 
an untapped resource – volunteers, explores the youth volunteer activity that occurs in the federal 
government, and poses a relationship between volunteers and public service. We find that 
college volunteers in federal government are an underutilized supply of well-qualified future 
public servants. The intangible benefit that volunteers generate for government will also be 









Over the past several years, practitioners and academics have expressed concern about 
the deteriorating morale and effectiveness of the federal civil service (Lewis and Frank 2002), 
due largely to the aging workforce and competition with the private sector for human capital. 
Lewis and Frank (2002) ask, “Will government be able to attract the workers they need in the 
early twenty-first century?” Ingraham, Selden, and Moynihan (2000) pose the following: “What 
are the key challenges for the public sector at present, and what will the future public service 
look like if it is to meet these challenges?” 
Recruiting qualified public servants is complicated by the negative perception of 
government. Attacks by politicians from all sides have contributed to perpetuating the image of 
“bloated bureaucracies and lazy bureaucrats” and have served in creating a negative stereotype 
of the American civil service (Steir 2004). In addition, Steir explains, the existing tensions 
between the political “rhetoric and reality” contribute to the apathy and distrust toward 
government. Consequently, this contributes to the difficulty in recruiting qualified civil servants 
because citizens “simply aren’t aware of the many ways government workers touch their lives” 
(4). 
Finding new ways to recruit and retain the best-qualified young graduates has become 
critical. The Partnership for Public Service, for example, has initiated a number of initiatives, 
such as Call to Serve, and Fed Experience. This paper reports on an underutilized resource – 
volunteers – and explores the diverse youth volunteer activity within the federal government. 
Through assessing reports, documents, and websites, this article examines how college 





addition, the intangible benefit that volunteers generate for government (Brudney 1993) will be 
examined. The goal is to demonstrate how volunteers are beyond government partners.   
First, I describe the problem the federal government is facing and some of the proposed 
solutions to the problem. Next, the rising interest of volunteering among youth, especially 
college youth, is described. In addition, the misconception and definition of volunteers, as well 
as the scope of volunteers in government, is addressed. Finally, federal government cases are 
presented as a means of addressing the capacity of youth volunteers to address the graying of 
federal government as well as act as a catalyst for a much needed transformation of the image of 
public service.  
The Federal Workforce 
 
According to a study entitled “Tapping America” (Partnership for Public Service 2002), 
the federal government needs to hire more than 250,000 employees, within the next two years, in 
order to replace workers who will be retiring, have been reassigned to Homeland Security, or 
have resigned. Approximately 40 percent of Department of Homeland Security managers and 
program analysts will reach retirement eligibility by 2009; 42 percent of the Senior Executive 
Service are anticipated to retire in 2010; 87 percent of claims assistants and examiners in the 
Social Security Administration and 94 percent of SSA administrative judges will be eligible for 
retirement in 2010 (Partnership for Public Service 2005). The study also reports that youth are 
unaware of the work that civil servants do and few are informed about the available government 
work opportunities. Youth sees government and the bureaucracy as incompatible with being 
young (Green 2003), that is, government does not provide “challenging work to maximize their 
skills” and government work is seen as unprofitable, lacking mobility, and discouraging 





sector offered interesting and challenging work, whereas only 9 percent felt the same about the 
public sector; 69 percent felt the private sector allowed employees to take initiative, whereas 
only 3 percent felt the same about the public sector (Partnership for Public Service 2002). This 
image of government may be attributed to many people having only routine interactions with 
government, such as with the department of motor vehicles or the Internal Revenue Service 
(DeSena 2003). Stier (2004) believes this is unfortunate because “civil servants are the 
foundation of our nation” and that foundation is cracking (4) and threatens to debilitate the 
federal government’s capacity to meet the public’s needs. 
Thus, two of the major obstacles faced by federal agencies in recruitment is the negative 
perception of government (Partnership for Public Service 2002) and the competition with the 
private sector for the best qualified young graduates. Given the importance of the many missions 
that government carries out for the nation (Partnership for Public Service 2002), our youth 
should be made aware of the meaningful, important, and challenging work that government does. 
As the federal government braces for an exodus of personnel, it has been promoting 
recruitment through internship programs (Whiteman 2006).2 Internships are most often one-time 
work experiences related to a student’s major or career goal (http://www.nacewb.org). Although 
internships were developed as a means for students to obtain experience in their fields, they have 
become part of an organization’s recruiting plan. In fact, internships have been deemed the most 
effective means of bringing new talent into an organization (National Association of Colleges 
and Employers 2002). Recruits who are former interns tend to stay longer with their employers 
than do non-intern hires (Gold 2002). Furthermore, interns are an especially useful pool of talent 





However, the public sector lags the private sector in recruiting college students from the 
internship pipeline (Partnership for Public Service 2002). Collaboration between the Office of 
Personnel Management and the Partnership for Public Service in the development of Call to 
Service is aimed at informing college students about federal opportunity. The belief is that 
internships can be equally effective in the public sector as they are in the private.  
Another proposed strategy is tapping into potential and recent baby-boomer retirees. The 
Partnership for Public Service has begun a new initiative, Fed Experience, to encourage retiring 
baby boomers to pursue careers with the federal government. According to an AARP survey, 
(Stier 2006), 70 percent of boomers expect to continue working after retirement. These groups of 
individuals, age 55-59, are also highly skilled and have some college education. Moreover, half 
of all Americans age 50-70 want work that helps others. In addition, retirees are more concerned 
with good healthcare benefits that the federal government can provide than with high salaries 
(Stier 2006). For example, the Patent and Trademark Office, in need of scientists and engineers, 
has recently hired about 300 patent examiners over the age of 45 (Hemingway 2007).  
Volunteers: Untapped Resources 
The strong cooperative spirit between Americans and their government fascinated de 
Tocqueville (Klein 2002, 85-86): “In no country in the world do the citizens make such exertions 
for the common weal. I know of no people who have established schools so numerous, places of 
public worship better suited to the wants of the inhabitants, or roads kept in better repair.”  
More significantly, de Tocqueville was impressed with the willingness of citizens to 
build public improvements by voluntary association. It is the volunteers that on a daily basis 





Unlike interns, who seek to obtain skills and experience to develop their future careers, 
today’s youth volunteer because they have a “can-do” spirit and believe that service matters 
(Conant 1989). Being an effective public servant requires more than the right degree and 
experience – experience that interns or baby boomers may have. Public service is a “calling” that 
attracts a certain kind of individual (Holzer 1999; Pattakos 2004; Perry 1996), that believes in the 
common good, service to others, and social equity. Public servants achieve internal satisfaction 
by making a contribution to society (Houston 2006; Perry 1996) as opposed to a self-serving 
commitment to achieve personal goals. Those who enter public service do so out of a desire to 
serve the public interest and not for monetary or other external resources (Hart 1989).   
Today the spirit of serving is stronger than ever. In 2001, the Independent Sector reported 
that an estimated 83.9 million adults formally volunteered approximately 15.5 billion hours in 
2000 (Giving & Volunteering 2001). This represents the equivalent of over 9 million full-time 
employees at a value of $239 billion. Moreover, the Bureau of Labor Statistics3 of the U.S. 
Department of Labor reports that the number of volunteers rose from 64.5 in 2004 to 65.4 in 
2005.  
Even as civic decline is eminent in American society (Ellis 1998) and youth appear 
disinterested in government, youth feel an increasing desire to “serve.” The 2006 Civic and 
Political Health of the Nation4 reports that 26 percent of young Americans5 vote regularly, 36 
percent have volunteered within the last year, 72 percent sometimes follow events in government 
and public affairs, 35 percent participate in political discussions, and 30 percent have boycotted a 
product. However, 28 percent had not participated in any form6 within the last year. Members of 





substantial number of young people, regardless of whether they were engaged, believe that 
government is wasteful and inefficient.  
Nonetheless, the number of young adult volunteers continues to grow. Volunteer rates 
among 16-19 year olds has doubled between 1989 and 2006 – from 13.4 percent to 26.4 percent 
(Grimm et al. 2007). Sixty-four percent of youth who volunteered believed they could make a 
difference in their community, as compared to 49 percent of youth who did not volunteer. 
Regardless of where youth volunteer, the most cited reason for volunteering is to help others 
(Helms and Marcelo 2007). Forty-one percent of youth that volunteered for political 
organizations sought “to address a social or political problem,” as did 22 percent of those that 
volunteered for an environmental organization, whereas 24 percent volunteered for “some other 
reason.” At 30.2 percent, college student volunteering exceeded the national volunteering rate 
(28.8 percent), that of 25–34 year olds (25.3 percent), and that of those over 65 (24.8 percent).   
Today’s college students are volunteering in record numbers. Dote (et. al. 2007) noted 
that a large percentage of college freshman maintained that it is “essential” or “very important” 
to help others that are in need. In 2005, approximately 30.2 percent of college students 
volunteered, as compared to 28.8 percent of the general population. Twenty percent more college 
students volunteered in 2005 than in 2002: 3.3 million rather than 2.7 million. Furthermore, at 
30.2 percent, college students were twice as likely to volunteer as their 16–24 year old peers who 
were not enrolled in college (15.1 percent). Nearly 32 percent of college students volunteered 
with educational or youth service organizations; almost 23 percent of college-student volunteers 
serve with religious organizations (Dote et al. 2007). College students’ commitment to serve has 
even helped redefine spring break from “Cancun Nights” to helping others and making a 





up debris and painting houses along the Gulf of Mexico or around the world (Johnston 2007). 
Six months after hurricane Katrina, more than 31,000 students took alternative spring breaks. 
The following year, because students had more time to plan, the number increased by 16 percent. 
“So many young people were sitting in school watching the horrible devastation and wondering 
what they could do about it…Because they’re students…they just can’t write checks and feel like 
they did something. In order to contribute, they have to do it with their physical labor” (Johnston 
2007). The willingness and “can-do” spirit is as critical for our democracy today, to maintain the 
openness and optimism that make a democracy work (Friedman 2007), as it was at our nation’s 
inception.  
Volunteers in the Public Sector   
Many criteria have been proposed for the term “volunteer.” Cnaan, Handy, and 
Wadsworth (1996) identified four key dimensions: (1) free choice, (2) remuneration, (3) 
structure, and (4) intended beneficiaries. Perry and Thompson (2004) further analyzed this 
conceptual framework and dissected it into volunteerism and national service. Unlike traditional 
volunteerism, which is directed toward alleviating a problem, national service (or civic service) 
is frequent, long-term, remunerated (though below-market), and addresses needs not provided 
through the public or private sector. 
Volunteering is commonly associated with non-profit agencies (Pynes 1997; Ellis 1998; 
Brudney and Kellough 2000). Ellis (1998) believes this misconception is partly due to the term 
“voluntary sector,” which implies that volunteer work is limited to voluntary agencies. She 
argues that there is a large percentage of volunteers in government contributing their time and 
skills to the public sector in a wide variety of areas and for a wide variety of purpose (Ellis 





have assisted in providing public services in times of both financial constraint and abundance 
(Brudney 1990). Some consider volunteerism part of the very fabric of American culture and 
democracy (Park 1983). Based on a national Gallup survey, Brudney and Kellough (2000) report 
that more than 23 million people volunteer in government agencies and that 30 percent of total 
volunteer labor is directed toward government. Furthermore, of Americans who reported 
volunteering, 76–81 percent did so in local government, 11–17 percent at state agencies, and 6–9 
percent at the federal level. 
Ferris (1984) discusses how fiscal constraints have led government agencies at the 
federal, state, and local levels to seek “creative financing” to compensate for diminished public 
service provisions. He contends that public officials have increasingly turned to volunteers in 
order to maintain or increase public service provisions. He refers to this concept as co-provision.  
Co-provision is “the voluntary involvement of citizens in the provision (financing) of publicly 
provided goods and services or their close substitutes” (Ferris 1984, 324). The citizen, as 
volunteer, “provides free help to the local government in the delivery of public services” (329). 
Ferris provides evidence that government agencies rely on volunteers for provision of goods by 
looking at subsets of 60 categories surveyed by the International City Management Association. 
Although the literature has addressed the use of volunteers in the public sector, it has 
somewhat neglected public-sector volunteers as a means of favorably changing the image of 
government and recruiting public servants. 
This paper poses a relationship between government volunteers and public service. The 
cases presented below are intended to initiate the exploration of volunteers as an untapped 
resource to recruit future public servants, as well as generators of the intangible benefit (Brudney 





Volunteers in the public sector have been conceptualized by Brudney (1999) in seven 
components: (1) sponsored by or housed within a government organization, (2) volunteer activity 
takes place in a formal setting, (3) do not receive any remuneration, (4) do not pay for the 
privilege of volunteering, (5) time is given freely – not coerced or mandated, (6) volunteer 
activity benefits the clients of government agencies, (7) there are no limitations on the types of 
services that volunteers may perform. 
Cases: Volunteers in Federal Government 
 
The following cases were selected from http://www.volunteer.gov/gov, the main website 
where federal agencies post their volunteer opportunities. The website lists the following 
agencies: U.S. Army Corps of Engineers; U.S. Forest Service; Bureau of Land Management; 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service; National Park Service; U.S. Bureau of Reclamation; Natural 
Resources Conservation Service; Cooperative State Research, Education and Extension Service; 
USA Freedom Corps; U.S. Geological Survey; U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs; New York 
State Division of Veterans Affairs; Corporation for National and Community Service. Each of 
the agencies was contacted, either via email or phone, to request reports, data, stories, or other 
sources of documents about their volunteer programs. Information about college student 
volunteers8 was specifically requested.  Each of the departments and bureaus discussed is facing 
challenges to recruit professionals (Partnership for Public Service 2007) and chosen based on 
Brudney’s definition of volunteers in the public sector.9   
 
Volunteers-In-Parks, National Park Service  
 
The mission of the National Park Service (NPS) is to preserve “unimpaired, the natural 





inspiration of this and future generations” (U.S. Department of the Interior 2002). The NPS, a 
federal bureau of the Department of the Interior, was established in 1916 to protect the then 35 
million national parks and monuments managed by the department and those yet to be 
established. The national park system currently compromises 390 areas covering more than 84 
million acres in 49 states. 
NPS Volunteer-In-Parks-Program was established in 197010 to provide a mutually 
beneficial means to use volunteers. There are over 365 separate volunteer programs throughout 
the National Park Service. In 2005, 137,000 volunteers contributed 5.2 million hours of service 
valued at $91,126,000 (assuming an equivalent value of $17.55 per hour) (U.S. Department of 
the Interior 2005b). Volunteers-In-Park-Service11 reports a positive attitude among its volunteers. 
The majority of volunteers (54.5 percent) work in interpretation, maintenance, or natural 
resource management, and 45.5 percent work in administration, cultural resource management, 
campground hosting, protection/law enforcement, and general management. About 45.8 percent 
of volunteers are 61-80 years old, 36.8 percent are 41-60, 10.5 percent are 21-40 and 3.5 percent 
are 10-20. Students account for 4.9 percent of volunteers.  
About 95 percent of volunteers report a rewarding experience, and 92.7 percent felt as if 
visitors benefit from volunteer contribution. Seventy-nine percent of volunteers felt a sense of 
ownership at the site where they volunteer, and about 92 percent would encourage others to 
volunteer. When volunteers were asked, “Overall, how satisfied are you with your volunteer 
experience?” 66.3 percent were very satisfied and 24.6 percent were satisfied. When volunteers 
were asked, “What was the primary reason you volunteer where you work?” 36.6 percent 
reported being interested in a particular site or program, 7.8 percent wanted to give something 





interest in the National Park Service mission, 7.2 percent were interested in historic preservation, 
3.1 percent were looking for an activity to fill their time, 1.9 percent wanted to participate in an 
activity while improving their health, 6.4 percent were asked to volunteer, 1.1 percent wanted a 
way to meet people, 0.6 percent wanted to fulfill community service hours, 5.9 percent cited 
other reasons. 
College student volunteers have a significant presence in the VIPS program. At Booker 
T. Washington National Monument between February and June 2005, eleven Ferrum College 
students in the northeast region participated in fish inventories of Gills Creek at the park. Over 
200 VIP hours were contributed to document the fish community diversity. In 2005, the 
Vegetation Management Department, Hawaii Volcanoes National Park, used volunteers, 
including college students, in numerous aspects of management and research for periods of two 
to five months (U.S. Department of the Interior 2005b). Ten students from Tulane University 
volunteered at Everglades National Park for one week. They removed invasive tree species and 
planted slash pines for a pineland and wetland prairie restoration project. They also collected 
debris along waterways, cleared trails, and carried out campground maintenance chores. In the 
Midwest, a college student worked with the Division of Planning and Compliance to eliminate 
the backlog of notification forms for projects needing environmental compliance review. This 
contributed organization and priority setting to the vital work of environmental compliance (U.S. 
Department of the Interior 2002). 
Bureau of Land Management, Volunteer Program 
The Bureau of Land Management (BLM) was established in 1946. The BLM vision is to 
enhance the quality of life for all citizens through the balanced stewardship of America’s public 





million surface acres and 700 million acres of subsurface mineral estates. These public lands 
make up 13 percent of the total land surface of the United States and more than 40 percent of all 
land managed by the federal government. The BLM administers some of the most ecologically 
and culturally diverse and scientifically important lands in federal ownership. Among the BLM’s 
responsibilities include 
• Recreation opportunities 
• Commercial activities 
• Wildlife habitat 
• Transportation systems (roads, trails, and bridges) 
• Paleontological resources and archaeological and historical sites, including museum 
collections derived from those areas 
• Wild free-roaming horses and burros 
• Wilderness areas and wilderness study areas 
• Wild and scenic rivers 
• Rare, vulnerable, and representative habitats, plant communities, and ecosystems 
• Interpretative activities to meet scientific and educational needs 
• Public land survey system plats and field notes (U.S. Department of the Interior 2005) 
 
Since 1981, volunteers have had an important role in achieving the mission of the BLM. 
Volunteer opportunities include 
• Help protect and restore streams, wildlife habitat, plant communities, and ecosystems 
• Serve as a river ranger, campground host, hiking leader, or interpretive guide 
• Plant trees and shrubs in fire-damaged areas; conduct fire prevention seminars 
• Update mineral survey maps and databases; assist with geological surveys and fossil 
excavations 
• Assist with soil and water conservation projects; plant vegetation; erect fencing to 
reduce erosion and pollution 
• Write, edit, or take photographs for publications; conduct orientation sessions for 
visitors; and produce graphic artwork and videotapes 
• Monitor wilderness study areas and prepare management plans; maintain trails or 
teach low-impact camping 
• Assist with care and citizen-adoption of wild horses; show trained animals at county 
fairs and horse shows 
• Construct and maintain facilities, signs, roads, and trailheads; work as a member of a 
cadastral survey crew 
• Operate the Land Information System – a computerized geographic-based system for 
processing natural and historic resources data 
• Computerize information for resource management plans; identify areas of critical 





In 2005, volunteers contributed almost one million hours to programs at BLM including 
recreation (465,125 hours), biological services (129,933 hours), wild horses and burros (60,679 
hours), cadastral survey (3,187 hours), wilderness / wilderness study areas (16,839 hours), 
watershed (22, 806 hours), cultural/historical (131,162 hours), minerals (4,709 hours), support 
services (37, 183 hours), environmental education/interpretation (52,949 hours), other (39,159 
hours).  
Volunteers from Montana State University and Western Wyoming College participated in 
excavations at the Jack Creek Underlook site in Carbon County. Students inventoried more than 
800 acres in the Weatherman Draw Area of Critical Environmental Concern and recovered 
information from a 1,300-year-old Fremont occupation (U.S. Department of the Interior 2005). 
United States Fish and Wildlife Service, Friends and Volunteers 
 
The mission of the US Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) is working with others to 
conserve, protect, and enhance fish, wildlife, and plants and their habitats for the continuing 
benefit of the American people (http://www.fws.gov).  The Friends and Volunteer program is an 
essential part for many programs in the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.12 Volunteer opportunities 
include conducting fish and wildlife population surveys, leading tours and providing information 
to school groups and other visitors, assisting with laboratory research, improving habitat such as 
re-establishing native plants along a riverbank, helping with special projects such as banding 
ducks, performing clerical and administrative duties, and working with computers and other 
technical equipment (http://www.fws/gov/volunteer). 
During fiscal year 2005, close to 38,000 volunteers spent more than 1.4 million hours. 
The value of their labor was more than $25 million. One volunteer, Kezia Manlove, an 





Izembek National Wildlife Refuge in Alaska. She volunteered 360 hours helping refuge 
biologists compile 18 years of tundra swan banding data for analysis. Her contribution will help 
advance the understanding of tundra swan population dynamics and migratory trends (U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service 2005). 
United States Department of Agriculture, National Resources Conservation Service 
Since 1935, the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) has provided leadership 
in a partnership effort to help America’s private landowners and managers conserve their soil, 
water, and other natural resources. Services provided include 
• Voluntary conservation technical assistance to land users, communities, units of state 
and local government, and other federal agencies in planning and implementing 
conservation systems by Conservation Technical Assistance (CTA)  
• Reaching out to all segments of the agricultural community, including underserved 
and socially disadvantaged farmers and ranchers 
• Managing natural resource conservation programs that provide environmental, 
societal, financial, and technical benefits 
• Expertise in soil science and leadership for soil surveys and for the National 
Resources Inventory, which assesses natural resource conditions and trends in the 
United States 
• Technical assistance to foreign governments, and participation in international 
scientific and technical exchanges (http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/about) 
 
Since 1981, volunteers have contributed to providing the above core agency services. In 
2006, an estimated 45,000 Earth Team Volunteers donated almost one million hours to 
conservation practices, equivalent to $17 million dollars13 (United States Department of 
Agriculture). Julie D. Hatchett, a Wayne Community college student in Goldsboro, NC, was 
awarded an Earth Team award for her volunteer work. Julie D. Hatchett has contributed 269 
volunteer hours developing news articles for the Goldsboro office as well as contributing to the 
development of several conservation plans (Boyce 2007). Four Smith College engineering 
students, who served as group volunteers for the Massachusetts Earth Team from September 





rearing habitat for anadromous fish on the Town River in West Bridgewater, Massachusetts 
(Kusnierz 2006). 
United States Department of Veterans Affairs, Voluntary Service Program  
The Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) was established on July 21, 1930. The 
Department’s mission is to serve America’s veterans and their families with dignity and 
compassion and to be their principal advocate in ensuring that they receive medical care, 
benefits, and social support in recognition of their service to this nation. The VA is the second 
largest federal department and has over 235,000 employees. The VA workforce includes 
physicians, nurses, counselors, statisticians, architects, computer specialists, and attorneys (U.S. 
Department of Veterans Affairs 2007). 
The Department of Veterans Affairs Voluntary Service (VAVS) was founded in 1946 to 
provide for the nation’s veterans while they are cared for by VA health care facilities. It is one of 
the largest centralized volunteer programs in the federal government. Volunteers have provided 
over 676 million hours of service. In 2005, over 94,000 VAVS volunteers contributed a total of 
13,016,548 hours.14 This is the equivalent of 6,237 full time employee positions with a monetary 
worth of $235 million15 (U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs 2007). 
 VAVS is composed of six major programs: (1) Student Volunteer Program, (2) National 
Salute to Hospitalized Veterans, (3) Volunteer Transportation Network, (4) Corporate 
Volunteerism, (5) Other Ways to Help America’s Veterans, and (6) VAVS Generations – Family 
Volunteering. Student volunteers are an important part of the VA medical centers’ treatment 
team. The VAVS offers students excellent opportunities for exploring health care options; 






Besides gaining skills, students forged bonds and relationships. Ann, a VAVS volunteer, 
wrote the following about her experience: 
When I arrived at college, I imagined I would connect most easily with the other students 
living in my residence hall. I certainly had no idea I would soon count a woman in her 
eighties living in the nearby veteran’s hospital among my good college friends...My 
friendship with a patient named Ann is a good example of how the greatest joys in life 
are often the most unexpected…I met Ann during my sophomore year in college, when I 
volunteered at a local Veterans Administration hospital…I visited every Friday for four 
years…Out of the blue, Ann entered the room…she started dancing with volunteers and 
patients alike; soon we all succumbed to her infectious cheer…I can’t help but reflect 
that, when Ann soared, she took everyone along for the ride (U.S. Department of 
Veterans Affairs, Unknown)  
  
The following is a quote from an unidentified VAVS volunteer: 
…in college, when I heard about an opportunity to volunteer at the local VA, I was eager 
to spend time with the hospitalized veterans. Little did I know that volunteering at the VA 
Hospital would change my life. It was there that I first met John…John was a person 
suffering from a debilitating disease…dementia…visiting John every week, our 
relationship improved. At first we talked about his family and education, but eventually 
he started talking about his war experiences, his fears, and his anxieties…The fact that 
John was suffering profoundly disturbed me, I felt powerless to help…I realized that it 
was a mistake to think of volunteering as a one-way process. While John…may look 




Why aren’t volunteers utilized as a resource pool to recruit future public servants? Is it a 
misconception of the term volunteer? Is it assumed that volunteers and interns are alike? As 
argued in this paper, there has been a surge in volunteering among youth, especially among 
college students. This interest to serve has been connected to a desire to make a difference. Some 
of these volunteers are already serving in government. What’s more, their experiences have been 
positive, as they are engaged in challenging and stimulating assignments. What is being done so 
that they may continue to serve in government once they have graduated?  
Volunteers are beyond government partners. Public sector volunteers provide the 





and unsuitable as a career choice for young qualified college graduates. The cases presented 
above show college students contributing their time and skills completing tasks relevant to the 
core mission and services of government agencies. These college students choose to volunteer in 
government because they are seeking to make a change. In addition, volunteers are some of the 
best-qualified pool of college students to recruit from because they not only have experience, but 
they are also motivated to serve. Though there is difficulty in attracting youth to public-sector 
jobs, many contribute their time as volunteers in the public sector. However, the critical question 
is how to communicate the positive images of volunteers in the public sector so as to overcome 
one of the major obstacles faced by government in recruitment of employees. 
The government volunteer programs explored in this paper are well organized and 
developed. However, we need to better keep track of college student contributions and perceive 
volunteers as a hiring resource pool so we can actively recruit them into public service. Although 
it is necessary to recruit interns and baby boomers, volunteers should not be overlooked. The 
advantage to recruiting young college public-sector volunteers is that they are motivated to serve 







1. The Poll was commissioned by the Partnership for Public Service and the Council for 
Excellence in Government. 
2. The hiring programs include the Federal Highway Administration’s Career Intern Program, 
the Government Accountability Office (GAO), the Department of Health & Human Service’s 
Emerging Leaders Program, and the Presidential Management Fellowship Program. 
3. The Bureau of Labor Statistics is responsible for conducting the Current Population Survey, 
which is a monthly survey of 60,000 households. 
4. Conducted by the Center for Information and Research on Civic Learning and Engagement 
(CIRCLE). The survey is the most up-to-date and detailed look at how young Americans are 
participating in politics and communities and their attitudes towards government and current 
issues. 
5. Young Americans are defined at people ages 15 to 25. 
6. Based on the 19 core indicators of engagement surveyed 
7. Members of this group were mostly Latinos or immigrants. 
8. A response was received from all the agencies except the U.S. Geological Survey, the U.S. 
Forest Service and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. Those that responded directed me to 
information on their website. Separate information is not collected on college student volunteers.  
Information on their contribution is noted either in annual reports or newsletters. Volunteer 
contributions were distinguished from intern contributions. 
9. For example, the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation has a Job Corps program. Although participants 
are referred to as volunteers, they are paid. There are also other volunteers that may fit the 
definition, but they are not actively recruited nor are their contributions tracked. 
10. The National Park Service (NPS) Volunteers-In-Parks Program (VIPS), was authorized by 
Public Law 91-357 enacted in 1970. The primary purpose of the program is to provide a means 
through which the NPS can accept and use voluntary help that is mutually beneficial to the NPS 
and the volunteers. Volunteers may be recruited without regard to Office of Personnel 
Management (OPM) regulations, are provided coverage for tort liability and work injury 
compensation, and can be reimbursed for out-of pocket expenses while participating in the 
program. 
11. In 2007, the National Park Service (NPS) conducted an assessment of its Volunteer-In-Park 
Survey. The purpose was to assess the program on a national level with samples or pilots of 
regional and local programs, in order to provide a system for accountability, articulate best 
practices, and identify needs and directions for program improvements. An internal survey of 
NPS staff and an external survey of volunteers were distributed to approximately 6,700 
participants (3,120 internal and 3,611 external). 
12. The Fish and Wildlife Act of 1956, as amended by the Fish and Wildlife Improvement Act of 
1978 and the National Wildlife Refuge System Volunteer and Community Partnership 
Enhancement Act of 1988, authorize the Fish and Wildlife Service to accept volunteer services. 
13. The National NRCS Volunteer Services, Earth Team, was authorized in 1991 with the 
passage of Public Law 97-98, permitting the Secretary of Agriculture to establish programs to 
use volunteers in carrying out programs of, or supported by, the Department 
(http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/). 
14. VAV does not break down data by whether volunteers are attending college. In 2006, there 
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